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UM PROFESSOR TAKES A H ISTO RICA L LO O K AT M ARRIAGE IN NEW BOOK
MISSOULA—
by Patia Stephens
University Relations
After years of research in college library basements and dusty library stacks, a
University of Montana assistant professor of history has published one of the first full-length
studies of an early-19th-century American marriage.
“Marriage in the Early Republic: Elizabeth and William Wirt and the Companionate
Ideal (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998),” by Anya labour, uses the extensive
correspondence of the Virginia couple to explore marital relationships of the era.
The book evolved out of labour’s doctoral dissertation on the Wirts and their 10
children.
“When I revised the dissertation as a book manuscript, I decided to narrow my focus to
Elizabeth and William W irt’s relationship,” labour said. “This allowed me to address a lot of
debates among historians about how men and women related to each other in the past, and it
also gave me some insight into how we got to where we are today.”
Though “Marriage in the Early Republic” takes a historical tack, labour said its main
concern is the relationships between men and women —what they want out of them and why
they sometimes experience them differently.
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“I think the publication of books like ‘Men Are From Mars, Women Are From Venus’
shows that this is a really important issue for a lot of people right now ,” she said. “By
learning about Elizabeth and William Wirt, I think that people can also learn about their own
relationships.”
Through the book’s focus on the W irts’ relationship, labour is able to investigate the
newly created ideal of marital togetherness and happiness at a time when men and women often
lived separate and unequal lives. The Wirts, who strove for a companionate marriage,
revealed the difficulties of the ideal in thousands of letters written to each other.
Living in Virginia and Maryland, William Wirt practiced law and was attorney general
under James Monroe and John Quincy Adams, while Elizabeth Wirt cared for home and
family. During William’s frequent work-related absences, the couple wrote each other very
lengthy and detailed letters on a sometimes daily basis.
Jabour traveled to archives and libraries in Texas, Virginia and North Carolina to read
those letters and other related documents.
“Reading letters handwritten nearly two centuries ago —mostly on microfilm —was a
strain; I believe I went through four or five eyeglass prescriptions while I did my research,”
she said.
It wasn’t all tedium, though.
“They wrote in this very eloquent, romantic style that was a pleasure to read - and,
fortunately for me, they both had relatively neat handwriting,” she said.
During her research, Jabour became immersed in the W irts’ lives to the point where
she even dreamed about them at night.
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“I also had a lot of questions about them -- like whether William cheated on his wife -that simply couldn’t be answered from the historical record,” she said,
labour did, however, solve a few mysteries.
“There is nothing like the thrill of discovery that comes from reading an old, dusty
document and finding the answer to a question that seemed unanswerable,” she said.
“Marriage in the Early Republic” is labour’s first book. She currently is at work on
her next project, a book about women coming of age in the 19th-century South. labour’s
interest in the subject grew out of her research on the Wirt family.
“But whereas my work on the Wirts involved reading love letters and learning about
lovers’ quarrels, my work on Southern girls mostly involves reading the letters and diaries of
lovesick, angst-ridden teen-agers.”
In Missoula, “Marriage in the Early Republic” is available at The Bookstore at UM,
Fact & Fiction and Waldenbooks.
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Notice: A photo of Anya labour is available by calling Rita Munzenrider, assistant director of
University Relations, at (406) 243-4824.
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